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An Online Marketplace for Moving and Relocation 

Services 

Background of the Invention 

1 . Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates generally to customer/ vendor marketplaces in a 
computer network environment. More specifically, the invention relates to an online 
marketplace for customers and vendors to transact business for services related to moving 
and allows for pre-payment of services and escrow services. 

2. Discussion of Related Art 

For many years, the Internet has allowed consumers of a wide variety of goods to 
get online and meet merchants and retailers. There are many models in which 
transactions between buyers and sellers of products or goods can take place. Companies 
in this space include some well known names such as Amazon, eBay, Priceline, Mercata, 
among hundreds of others. The models for such transactions include fixed prices, peer- 
to-peer bidding, volume purchasing, and bid and lock models. These models, as well as 
others, have been used for many years in the online world and have been widely 
successful. 

However, similar models for selling services on the Internet or in online 
marketplaces are still evolving and have not yet had widespread acceptance. Presently, 
there are numerous online companies which provide marketplaces for customers and 
service providers, referred to as vendors, to transact business. An example of one such 
company is eLance which provides a shared workplace for its members who pay 
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subscription and transaction fees. Members, e.g., a customer, bids for a service or can 
pay a fixed price for a service offered by a vendor. The customer and vendor then 
collaborate in a shared workspace. At Guru.com, customers can hire freelance vendors in 
a non-fee marketplace. Others include Sologig.com where freelancers can be hired for a 
fee and Servicemagic.com where service providers, such as plumbers, landscapers, and 
the like, pay a fee to bid on jobs posted by customers. 

Many of the online marketplaces for services have not focused on a specific area 
of business. Most, if not all, service-oriented online marketplaces have taken a general 
character, supplying a wide variety of services in different fields without focusing on a 
particular business. One example of a business space that is primarily service oriented is 
the self-help or "do-it-yourself moving business. In this business a customer rents a 
truck, trailer, or van to move their personal possessions to a new location instead of 
hiring a full service moving company to pack, load, unload, and transport the 
possessions. The Ryder Corporation, a transportation management and vehicle rental 
company, has a web site at Ryder.com or yellowtruck.com which allows customers to 
obtain information on vehicle rentals and other transportation needs. The customer can 
rent a vehicle and request that a service provider contact the customer in the future to 
enter a transaction. 

The do-it-yourself moving business typically has as its primary or originating 
transaction between customer and vendor the renting of a van, truck, or trailer. A 
customer begins a move by renting a vehicle or trailer at one location and returns the 
vehicle at a different or same location. Often when moving, the customer may seek help 
for a wide variety of services. The most apparent being loading and unloading the 
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vehicle or trailer. Customers may also seek help with packing and unpacking and with 
other common chores that need to be done when moving, such as housecleaning, 
painting, yard cleaning, garbage/waste removal, carpet cleaning, and so on. The list also 
includes less obvious items such as reserving a hotel room at the destination for the night 
before moving in and similar services at the destination, such as loading, removal of 
empty boxes, cleaning, assembling furniture, and so on. 

Presently, customers seek moving-related services by searching the yellow pages 
and classifieds or asking for referrals at the moving equipment rental office, where 
employees are not generally permitted to provide such information but do so unofficially. 
The task of finding all the services a do-it-yourself moving customer may need becomes 
time consuming, inefficient, and disjointed. In addition, customers are typically left to 
choosing a vendor randomly from yellow page listings or classified ads. Customers 
seeking services or a vendor in a city or location different from where they live face the 
problem of getting information on the remote location. Obtaining such information from 
online yellowpages can be problematic or difficult for certain customers. In some cases 
customers go to Internet web sites for moving services, such as moving.com or 
move.com. These sites allow customers to access information and contact information of 
vendors regarding moving services and goods. The sites are an enhanced online yellow 
page listings for moving services and goods. The customer can access information on 
moving, such as moving tips, money saving ideas, and the like. In some cases a customer 
is linked to one vendor for a particular service or good as opposed to a listing of vendors 
along with information on rates and customer feedback. A customer visiting these sites is 
typically not able to transact business or make a purchase on these sites. Customers are 
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not able to hire a vendor and pre-pay for the vendor services at the site. They are 
generally informational. Many of the vendors, such as those who offer the service of 
loading and unloading or provide housecleaning services, have minimum time or 
payment requirements. That is, the minimum that the customer must pay is dictated by 
the vendor, regardless of the level of need of the customer. For example, a student 
moving from shared housing to a studio will likely have to pay a vendor a minimum 
payment that exceeds the services actually needed by the student. The experience of 
moving is often not a pleasant one and calls for many disparate tasks apart from the basic 
job of transporting one's possession. Some of these varied tasks, if not brought "under 
one roof may be overlooked and require a quick fix at the last moment. Online sites for 
making reservations for a truck, van or trailer for the do-it-yourself moving customer 
have gained widespread acceptance. Customers routinely log on and make more 
informed decisions on what type of moving equipment, truck size, and so on they may 
need. However, making arrangements for the varied services related to a move are not 
available at the same site despite the fact that such services, as noted above, are integral 
to moving and relocating. 
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Summary of the Preferred Embodiments 

iMethods and systems for operating an online marketplace for the sale of services 
associated with self-help moving and relocating are described. In one aspect of the 
invention a method of providing auxiliary services in a computer network marketplace 
associated with an originating transaction between a customer and a host is described. 
An originating or primary transaction, such as reserving a truck or trailer through an 
online reservation system is processed after a series of screen shots prompts the user for 
input. The input is used to make a reservation in the name of the customer for moving 
equipment, typically a truck or trailer, dollies, etc., and is processed by a host reservation 
system. The customer has the option of entering an online or computer network 
marketplace where content describing an auxiliary or secondary service relating to the 
originating transaction is presented to the customer. The customer initiates a secondary 
transaction between the customer and the service provider for the auxiliary service. The 
service provider is listed at the online marketplace at the discretion of the host or 
marketplace operator. The transaction processing between the customer and the service 
provider, or vendor, is expedited using input provided by the customer for the originating 
transaction for the renting of the moving equipment. 

In one embodiment the host of the online marketplace accepts a payment from the 
customer for the service at the time the customer is reserving the service. This payment 
is stored in an escrow account and is not given to the vendor until the service is 
completed. The online marketplace presents vendor information to a customer and 
allows the customer to select a vendor that best suits the customer's needs, thereby 
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shifting control of the secondary transaction to the customer. In another embodiment of 
the secondary transaction is initiated upon completion of the originating transaction. In 
another embodiment, the auxiliary services include loading/unloading services, packing 
and unpacking services, housecleaning, landscaping, carpet cleaning, painting, and 
garbage removal services. In another embodiment the auxiliary services include hotel 
reservation services. 

In another aspect of the invention, an online marketplace implemented on a 
computer network, such as the Internet, is described. The marketplace allows self-help 
moving customers and vendors offering services in the moving and relocating fields to 
enter into transactions. The online marketplace is comprised of a customer application, a 
vendor application, and an administrative application. The customer application 
processes input entered by a customer once the customer has entered the marketplace, the 
customer input including in particular a pre-payment for a service transaction between the 
customer and a particular vendor, wherein the pre-payment is held in an escrow account. 
The vendor application processes input entered by a vendor offering a moving related 
service. One example of the vendor input includes a confirmation code to activate 
transfer of funds from the escrow account to a vendor account. An administrative 
application allows a marketplace host to maintain the marketplace and gather 
transactional data from the customer application and the vendor application. 
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Brief Description of the Drawings 

FIGS. 1 A, IB, and 1C are flow diagrams of a process in which a customer 
arranges for auxiliary moving and relocation services in an online marketplace in 
accordance with a preferred embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 2A is a screen shot of a user interface for a reservation system in which basic 
moving and rental information is requested from the customer. 

FIG. 2B is a screen shot of a user interface for a reservation system in which a 
customer is requested to select the type of equipment to be rented. 

FIGS. 2C and 2D are screen shots of a user interface for a reservation system in 
which a customer is requested to select specific rental equipment. 

FIG. 2E is a screen shot of a user interface for a reservation system in which a 
confirmation is presented to the user and the user able to seemlessly enter an online 
marketplace. 

FIG. 3 A is a screen shot of a user interface offering moving and relocation 
services. 

FIG. 3B is a screen shot of a user interface showing a list of vendors for general 
moving help in two locations. 

FIG. 3C is a screen shot of a user interface presenting to a customer information 
regarding a selected vendor. 

FIG. 3D is a screen shot of a user interface in which a customer can enter 
scheduling information, estimates of the work needed, and confirm the service. 
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FIG. 4 is screen shot of a user interface in which a customer is provided with a 
summary of the service, confirmation code, and is given the opportunity to complete the 
transaction. 

FIG. 5 is a block diagram showing various tables of data and their relationships in 
accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 6 is a block diagram of an online marketplace application in accordance with 
one embodiment of the present invention. 
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Detailed Description of the Preferred Embodiments 

Reference will now be made in detail to preferred embodiments of the invention. 
An example of a preferred embodiment is illustrated in the accompanying drawings. 
While the invention will be described in conjunction with the preferred embodiments, it 
will be understood that it is not intended to limit the invention to the preferred 
embodiments. To the contrary, it is intended to cover alternatives, modifications, and 
equivalents as may be included within the spirit and scope of the invention as defined by 
the appended claims. 

The present invention is a process and system of an online or computer network 
marketplace where do-it-yourself moving customers enter into transactions with vendors 
offering moving-related services and a wide variety of services typically needed when 
relocating. A customer is able to enter the online marketplace either by performing an 
originating or primary transaction, e.g., renting a moving truck or trailer, or by-passing an 
originating transaction and directly entering the online moving and relocation services 
marketplace. The online marketplace of the present invention is beneficial to vendors 
offering moving-related and relocation services because the online traffic at the website 
hosting the marketplace is composed almost entirely of customers who are in the process 
of moving or planning for a move. Thus, by harnessing this unique traffic, the 
marketplace operator or host (e.g., a moving equipment rental company) can cross-sell 
services often needed by its customers. By offering customers to the online marketplace 
a list of vendors for these services and overseeing initial contact between customer and 
vendor, the marketplace operator/host can directly benefit economically and, moreover, 
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can build greater goodwill in the minds of its customers who initially came to the site to 
rent moving equipment. 

As noted, when people move they inevitably need various types of services: 
housecleaning, painting, waste removal, yard cleaning, "handyman" type work, carpet 
cleaning, disassembly/assembly of furniture, and loading/unloading. Some of these 
services, for example, carpet cleaning or waste removal, may not be immediately 
apparent to those moving who may be preoccupied with larger issues. If a marketplace 
operator can institutionalize the process or behavior of customers in obtaining these 
services at the time of the move, all parties involved in a transaction-operator/host, 
customer, and vendor— will benefit. Furthermore, if the online marketplace enables a 
shift in control with respect to the amount or level of services needed from the vendor to 
the customer, customers will benefit without necessarily harming the economic 
opportunities of the vendors. Customers maybe more likely to order services that they 
may not have thought of absent the online marketplace if they 1) have more control over 
how much they spend on the service; 2) are provided with a comprehensive menu or list 
of such services and qualified vendors for those services; 3) can order such services while 
making reservations for moving equipment; and 4) can view feedback on vendors from 
previous customers. In a preferred embodiment, the customer is required to provide 
feedback on a particular vendor to the host upon completion of the service by a vendor. 
This allows the host to provide more useful rating and feedback to future customers when 
selecting a vendor and further provides for the shift in control over a transaction from the 
vendor to the customer. 
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An online marketplace would allow customers to estimate the amount of labor 
they would need by having customers answer a series of queries about their move. In a 
preferred embodiment, the customer will be provided with an estimate for all the services 
requested and can pre-pay for the services using a credit card or other payment means. 
The marketplace can provide lengths of time a particular vendor has taken in the past to 
do a particular task. The customer can use this to estimate how many hours they will 
need. The amount paid is kept in a business escrow account arranged by the marketplace 
operator with the assistance of a third party service provider, such as PayPal, an online 
cash transferring service. Once the service is completed, the amount owed is deducted 
from escrow and paid to the vendor. The marketplace operator is also paid a 
predetermined amount from escrow for providing the marketplace services. Any excess 
funds is returned to the customer. In a preferred embodiment, an example of one of the 
marketplace services includes investigating identification information of each of the 
vendors to ensure that the contact information a vendor is providing is valid. The 
marketplace operator may use a third-party service provider for this task such as Experian 
or Equifax, companies that verify identification and contact information. Validating 
information provided by a vendor wanting to be on a list of vendors would likely provide 
customers with the desired assurance that the customers will be doing business with 
legitimate vendors. The marketplace operator can also take steps to ensure that the 
vendors are reputable, have a presence in a community, or have specialties in certain 
areas. These features are described in greater detail below. 

FIGS. 1A, IB, and 1C are flow diagrams of a process in which a customer 
arranges for auxiliary moving services in an online marketplace in accordance with a 
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preferred embodiment of the present invention. At step 102 of FIG. 1 A, the customer 
visits the marketplace operator or host web site with the initial goal of reserving 
equipment for moving. In most cases this means renting a truck, van, trailer, or towing 
equipment. The customer enters information regarding what dates the equipment will be 
needed and the pick-up and drop-off locations. An example of the screen shot displaying 
the fields used to capture this information is shown in FIG. 2A. FIGS. 2B, 2C, and 2D 
are screen shots of a user interface where the user can choose specific equipment for 
moving. In FIG. 2B, the customer is asked how he is moving and is provided with 
various options. To follow one example, if the customer chooses a truck, he is presented 
with FIG. 2C, a screen shot where the customer chooses the size of the truck and is given 
estimates how much can be moved in different sizes. FIG. 2D is a screen shot where the 
customer can rent moving supplies. 

FIG. 2E is a screen shot showing a confirmed reservation and related information. 
At this stage the customer has completed the primary or originating transaction for which 
he to the host web site. He has reserved moving equipment and moving supplies for a 
specified length of time and specified pick-up and drop-off locations. At this stage the 
customer has also entered personal information such as address, phone number, and so 
on. The customer has also made a deposit to hold the reservation using a credit card. 

Once the originating transaction is complete, the customer can begin thinking of 
auxiliary service he may need related to his move. At step 104 the customer selects an 
icon or link to access an online marketplace for moving services. This icon or link can 
take various forms. In a preferred embodiment, the icon is used to get the attention of the 
customer by offering a service the customer is most likely to need. In FIG. 2E this icon is 
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box 202 containing the text "NEED HELP LOADING & UNLOADING? Click here". In 
another preferred embodiment, the icon can display other text such as "FIND A 
SERVICE PROVIDER IN YOUR AREA TO MEET YOUR MOVING NEEDS" or 
similar message. 

Once the customer has clicked on icon 202, the customer has entered an online 
marketplace where he can choose auxiliary services needed for the move. At step 106 the 
customer selects services from a list of services available in the marketplace. These 
services include packing/unpacking, loading/unloading, carpet cleaning, furniture 
assembly, pool maintenance, auto mechanic services, computer maintenance, house 
cleaning, yard work, landscaping, real estate services, nails, messaging services (e.g., 
GPS), babysitting services, home improvement services, doctor referrals, lawyer 
referrals, school information, pet care providers, job searching services, neighborhood 
analysis, utility/phone connection, utility/phone connection services, long distance/cable 
services, handyman services, hairdressing services, and other services. An example of a 
screen shot offering typical services is shown in FIG. 3 A. In a preferred embodiment, the 
customer completed an originating transaction, in this case renting moving equipment. 
Information regarding this transaction is shown in area 302. In other embodiments, the 
customer may not have an originating transaction and may directly enter the online 
marketplace in which case the customer may be prompted to enter which location or 
locations he will need the services. If he enters two locations, he will be presented with 
information as shown in area 304. The customer selects a service from lists 306. If the 
customer is moving within one city or community, one list will be displayed. 
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After selecting a service in step 106, at step 108 the customer selects a particular 
vendor for the selected service. FIG. 3B is an example of a screen shot showing a list of 
vendors for general moving help in two locations. A symbol 308 indicates that a vendor's 
identity has been verified by the host. As noted above, the host may use a third party 
service to verify the vendor's identity and contact information such as Experian, Inc or 
Equifax. 

At step 1 10 the customer learns more about a particular vendor by clicking on the 
vendor listing. An informational screen such as shown in FIG. 3C is presented to the 
customer in which information such as a vendor rating 310 based on previous customer 
feedback and number of years listed 3 12 is provided. The customer can also view 
previous reviews 3 14 of the vendor. At area 316 some basic information on the vendor, 
such as rates and policy, is provided, as well as graphics such as a logo or photo of the 
vendor or a streaming video clip prepared by the vendor. At area 3 18 the vendor can 
provide personal or biographical data to prospective customers. Informational items 310 
to 3 1 8 are intended to acquaint prospective customers with a vendor and make customers 
more comfortable in dealing with a particular vendor. It also allows the vendor to 
highlight aspects of their business that may appeal to customers. In other embodiments, 
the form, presentation and layout of this information may be different but the objective 
remains the same. In addition, in a format such as this where a customer selects the 
service and vendor based strictly on the needs of the customer, control over the terms of 
the transaction shifts from the vendor to the customer. Typically, the vendor dictates the 
terms, rates, and conditions of the service transaction and arrangement. With this 
process, the customer can now find a vendor he is comfortable with and select one that 



LADOCS\27 10653 1 



14 




57111-5120 



has an hourly rate or flat rate that fits within the customer's budget. In another preferred 
embodiment, the customer can post a proposal or request for a service and provide the 
parameters such as price, location, amount of time, dates, and so on. This is useful if 
there are hundreds of listings for a particular service and the customer is having difficulty 
selecting from the list and would rather have vendors come to him. 

At step 1 12 the customer selects a vendor. This is done after reading the vendor 
information and by clicking on an icon 320 displayed at the bottom of FIG. 3C. The 
customer can also select a vendor directly from the lists shown in FIG. 3B. Once a 
vendor has been selected, the customer is taken through a scheduling and confirmation 
process based on customer input at step 1 14. The customer and vendor can also interact 
on a message board before confirming a transaction, described in step 116. FIG. 3D is a 
screen shot of a display where a customer schedules the selected service and confirms the 
service. Scheduling and cancellation information is entered in area 322. In a preferred 
embodiment the host will provide the customer with an estimate of the time the customer 
will likely need the particular service. This can be done using information entered to 
reserve the rental equipment, such as truck size, size of household, and so on. 
Information on the estimate of the number of hours or, more generally, the units of labor 
the customer will need to complete the service is provided in area 324. The host can 
derive estimates by assimilating historical , previous customer data and feedback, and by 
using expertise in the moving business it has gained over the years. 

At step 1 16 the customer enters the number of hours of labor he wants to reserve 
and confirms the order. This is done in area 326. The customer can use the estimate 
provided by the host to enter this information. Again, the customer has control over how 
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many hours he believes will be needed for the job. Thus, if he believes only one hour of 
labor will be needed, he can find vendors that do not have the typical minimum 
requirements of two hours labor or similar restrictions. The customer can also learn more 
about the vendor by going through the process described above than can be learned by 
simply looking in a newspaper classified section or the yellow pages, which are the most 
common methods of finding vendors. In addition, the customer can examine reviews 
provided by previous customers, pre-pay for services using the escrow services, and 
accessing listings in other geographic areas. 

Once the customer has entered the amount of time he will need for the service, he 
is presented with an agreement regarding the use of the marketplace, fees, and transaction 
guidelines at step 118. A customer need not enter an agreement if he is only viewing 
content and browsing; it is only when he is going to enter into a transaction with a vendor 
that an agreement be necessary. The agreement is between the customer and the 
marketplace host and not with the vendor, and addresses the rules of using the 
marketplace. In a preferred embodiment, the online marketplace requires that a customer 
enter into a user agreement before transacting with vendors. There is one agreement 
between the host and the customer and another type of agreement between the host and 
the vendor. For each agreement, the executing party, i.e., the customer or the vendor, 
must electronically sign certain key provisions in the agreement or all the provisions. 
Unless the customer initials each provision for which an initial is requested, the customer 
will not be able to enter into the agreement. If he clicks the "I Accept" key or similar 
icon, an error message is returned. 
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At step 1 20 the customer pays for the service using a credit card or other form of 
acceptable payment. An example of a payment screen is shown in FIG. 4. A total 
estimated cost 328, in this case $120, is displayed to the customer based on information 
entered in previous screens. The customer is also provided with a confirmation code 330 
which is kept confidential by the customer. This confirmation code is provided to the 
vendor by the customer once the service is completed and the customer is satisfied with 
the work. The vendor uses the confirmation code, which acts as a key, to access an 
escrow account from which the vendor is paid. The host also receives its fee for 
operating and managing the marketplace and serving as a digital clearinghouse. 

As mentioned above, in a preferred embodiment, the customer pre-pays the full or 
partial amount of the services, as best estimated by the customer with the assistance of 
the host, as shown in areas 324 and 326 of FIG. 3C. The amount paid by the customer is 
transferred to an escrow account maintained by a third party, such as PayPal or a host 
party's borrowing partner. Once the service has been completed, the vendor is paid 
directly from the escrow account. If there are any disputes regarding the service or 
payment, the funds are held in the account until the dispute is resolved. The host 
provides its own dispute resolution services or can use the services of a third party 
provider. By having such a service, the funds are kept secure in an escrow account until 
the dispute is settled. The vendor can use confirmation code 330 to access the account 
and obtain payment. In the preferred embodiment, the vendor must have an account or 
be a customer of the third party service selected by the host. For example, if PayPal is 
the third party service chosen by the host, the vendor must have an account with PayPal 
in order to receive payment from a PayPal business escrow account. In the preferred 
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embodiment, the vendor logs onto the host site and accesses a restricted area on the site 
intended for vendors only. There the vendor enters the confirmation code and thereby 
releasing the fijnds from the escrow account to the vendor's account. At the same time, a 
certain amount is released to a host account for the host's services. Once the customer 
has made a payment to the escrow account, the process of obtaining a vendor is complete. 
Although the process has been described for one vendor, it can be used multiple times to 
purchase or reserve services from different vendors or multiple services from a single 
vendor. 

In another preferred embodiment, the customer does not pre-pay for the service as 
described above. The customer pays the vendor directly when the service has been 
performed. In this embodiment, the customer may pay a fee to the host for providing the 
marketplace service, similar to a referral fee. Similarly, the vendor may pay the host for 
listing the vendor in the marketplace, essentially a flat fee for the listing. The fee covers 
expenses for operating the online marketplace, maintaining the platform, acting as a 
clearinghouse for transactions, providing dispute resolutions service, and so on. In 
another preferred embodiment, the host collects the fees after the transaction is completed 
with the vendor. In this scenario there is no pre-payment; the customer pays the full 
amount at the end of the transaction. Regardless of the revenue model, the goal of the 
online marketplace does not change. Customers of the host, e.g., those interested in 
renting a truck or trailer for moving, are provided with a convenient, seamless process of 
making arrangements for related, useful services. Providing this marketplace is a 
convenience for the customer and thus enhances the goodwill of the host or moving 
equipment rental company, in addition to providing an additional revenue source from 
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which all parties can benefit. The seamless nature of the marketplace as it relates to the 
rental aspect of the host's site makes it conducive for customers to order services in the 
marketplace since a customer does not have to leave the host site. In another 
embodiment, the marketplace is hosted at a site different from the host site but the link to 
the marketplace site from the originating transaction site keeps the process of obtaining 
services seamless. 

Over time, the online marketplace will accumulate data and track the buying 
habits of previous customers so it can make more accurate estimates of the amount of 
time needed for customers having similar characteristics, such as location, volume, and 
so on. The host can also make useful recommendations to customers based on what 
previous customers have done. For example, a customer renting a 10 foot truck may 
need about 2 hours of moving help, or the average vendor wage in New York City is $50 
per hour. In another example, a customer loading a 26 foot truck in Phoenix will need 
about 5 hours as opposed to 8 hours in New York City because of extra steps. 

The online marketplace of the present invention provides other benefits and 
revenue streams to the host. As described, the host is in the "do-it-yourself moving 
business and may have developed a significant amount of goodwill and brand recognition 
amongst the public for the goods and services it provides. This goodwill and brand name 
recognition will draw a high volume of customers planning a move to the online 
marketplace. Thus, the marketplace attracts qualified customers in that a customer at the 
site is likely have a strong propensity to buy certain services. These services can be those 
that are not suitable for listing in the marketplace itself. For example, a real estate agency 
or mortgage loan company may be interested in advertising on the marketplace since they 
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will be directing their ads to a relatively specific audience, namely, those thinking of 
moving or in the process of moving. Another example is advertising medical and dental 
services since customers may need such services after moving to a new community. 
Other examples include services not directly related to moving such as babysitting 
services The types and number of advertisers can vary greatly but the underlying 
concept and revenue model remains the same. That is, the online marketplace can be 
used to advertise relevant goods and services to a qualified audience. 

The host can determine what type of vendors will be listed in the marketplace. 
The qualifications of a vendor can be examined on a case-by-case basis or general 
thresholds can be set in order for a vendor to be listed on the site. For example, a host 
can list a college student with a good reputation in the community for loading and 
unloading but who may not have a significant volume of business or it may choose to list 
an individual who has been housecleaning in a certain area for many years and comes 
recommended. Alternatively, the host can list only companies or businesses that are of a 
certain size and do a certain amount of business annually. The manner in which vendors 
are selected is a determination left to the host. The host can also remove vendors from 
the marketplace based on criteria decided solely by the host. A vendor can be removed 
from the list by the host based on feedback from the customer or any of a number of other 
factors. 

The online marketplace of the present invention is implemented by various types 
of data and applications. The data is organized in the form of groups or tables. FIG. 5 is 
a block diagram showing various tables of data and their relationships in accordance with 
one embodiment of the present invention. Information regarding a specific vendor is 
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stored in four separate tables: Basic Vendor Data table 502, Vendor Contact Data table 
504, Vendor Service Data 506, and Vendor Service Areas 508. Table 504 contains data 
for identifying and contacting the vendor, such as address, social security number, cell 
phone number, and similar information. Table 502 contains other information such as a 
brief description of the vendor, status, password, photo URL, vendor ID, how long it has 
been a member, and so on. As with nearly all the tables, it also has pointers to related 
tables as shown in FIG. 5. Table 506 contains information on the services offered by the 
vendor, such as rates and service identifiers. If a vendor offers only one service, this 
table will contain one record for the vendor. Table 508 contains data on the areas 
serviced by the vendor. This list can include names of town, cities, metropolitan area, 
counties, and so on. A Service Data table 510 contains a list of all the broad categories of 
services available in the marketplace and is used by the online marketplace application to 
accept a service description from a customer and match the service with vendors offering 
the service, thus tables 510 and 506 share data. Service Data table 510 shares data with a 
Schedule Data table 512 which, in addition to the four vendor tables described above, 
also contains vendor specific data. Table 512 contains schedule data for a particular 
vendor, such as hours of operation for each day of the week. This data allows the 
marketplace application to handle scheduling between a customer and vendor. 

Comment Data table 514 contains feedback and review data from customers 
regarding a specific vendor. Specifically, each comment from a customer is assigned a 
comment identifier, a date, rating, and vendor identifier. As described above, a customer 
can look at reviews of vendors by previous customers and can provide his own review of 
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the service Table 514 stores this data and associates it with the vendor so it can be 
retrieved and displayed when a customer makes a query. 

Job Data table 516 stores data on individual transactions between a customer and 
a service offered by a vendor. This data is used to itemize each transaction between a 
customer and a service provided by a vendor. If a vendor has provided multiple services 
to a customer, there is a separate record for each service. It stores information such as 
completion date, confirmation code, job identifier, rate, transaction date, transaction time, 
and similar information. Job Location Data table 518 stores data on where the service 
was provided which is typically the old or new address of the customer, but may be 
different. 

Service Areas table 520 stores the names of service areas as defined by the host. 
This data is then used to search for vendors operating in a particular service area. The 
customer enters a host-defined service area and tables 520 and 508 are used to retrieve 
vendors operating in the host-defined service area entered by the customer. A similar 
relationship exists between tables 510 and 506 in that the customer enters a host-defined 
service category. The data in tables 510 and 506 is used to retrieve vendors offering the 
service category entered by the customer. 

Customer data is stored in Customer table 522 and Customer Contact Data table 
524. In a preferred embodiment, this data is initially captured by the host when a 
customer is making a reservation for rental moving equipment, as described in FIGS. 2 A 
to 2E. Table 522 contains many data fields that may not be used by the online 
marketplace application and are only needed for the reservation system. Some of the data 
fields stored in table 522 used by the online marketplace application include name, 
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address, email, and password. Similar to Vendor Contact Data table 504, Customer 
Contact Data table 524 stores data relating to contact information for the customer such 
as address, phone number, and the like. 

FIG. 6 is a block diagram of an online marketplace application in accordance with 
one embodiment of the present invention. An online marketplace application 602 
contains four primary components: Customer Application 604, Vendor Application 606, 
Administrative Application 608, and Underlying Layer 610. Customer Application 604 
allows the customer to navigate through the marketplace. It enables a customer to 
browse content of a selected vendor as described in FIGS. 3B and 3C and step 1 10 of 
FIG. IB. It also provides the functionality of selecting and paying for a service from a 
particular vendor. After the service is completed, it provides the functionality for 
accepting feedback and comments from the customer regarding the vendor. It also allows 
a customer to review the transactions that have been paid for before and after a job is 
completed. 

Vendor Application 606 provides functionality for vendors to complete necessary 
tasks. Initially, it processes vendors being added to the lists maintained by the host. It 
handles the logging on process for vendors entering the marketplace and processes 
confirmation codes entered by a vendor to transfer money from an escrow account to the 
vendor's account. It also processes scheduling services for the vendors and provides 
schedules to vendors. Administrative Application 608 allows an administrator of the 
online marketplace to oversee the entire application and perform basic administrative 
functions. A few examples of this include assigning a particular city to a service area or 
adding a new category of services to the services offered in the marketplace. It also 
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allows an administrator to access data for analysis and creating statistics on customer 
behavior Underlying Layer 6 1 0 provides the groundwork or foundation for the 
applications to function. For example, it maps the database described in FIG. 5 for the 
applications and determines the overall look and feel of the online marketplace 
application. 

In another preferred embodiment, the customer can enter the marketplace directly 
without going through an initial transaction, such as renting a truck or trailer. By directly 
entering the marketplace, the customer can purchase services in a manner described 

u above, with the additional steps of providing more personal information which would 

Q 

p otherwise be captured from the host by the marketplace. In addition, the marketplace 

-3 

UJ may provide estimates on the number of hours needed for a service based on queries 

N 

^ posed directly to the customer since it cannot rely on information from a host. Once the 

customer has completed a transaction in the marketplace, he can enter a host web site 
from the marketplace to purchase other goods or services related to moving and 
q relocating. Furthermore, the marketplace can offer services as well as goods related to 

moving from which a customer can select, although most of the items listed will likely be 
services such as those described above. Goods related to moving may include items such 
as boxes, packing supplies, and the like. The online marketplace may draw the customer 
to a site initially. For example, the customer may be thinking about all the services he 
may need weeks before the move or the time he will actually rent a trailer or truck. He 
may want to make arrangements for loading and unloading, packing, housecleaning, etc. 
first and then turn attention to renting moving equipment or making hotel reservations at 
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his destination. From the marketplace, the customer can go to a web site for other such 

services or goods. 
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